XXII

THE REFORMS OF DIOCLETIAN AND CONSTANTINE :
THE MILITARY DESPOTISM OF THE EAST      .

A FTER decades of anarchy and war both at home and
/\ abroad, Diocletian, as was said above, restored order for a
JL jLtime in the empire, defended the state from foreign enemies,
set bounds to the raging current of passions and ambitions, and
carried out a prudent and extensive programme of reform in
public and private life. His success was due to the same
causes which had helped Augustus to succeed two hundred
and fifty years earlier. In himself he was in no way superior
to many of the prominent rulers of the century, and every
one of his reforms was initiated by his predecessors. Diocletian
owed the firmness of his throne mainly to the weariness and
disgust with which society and the army were filled, just as
they had been filled when Augustus rose to power. The world
was thirsting for peace and the chance of returning to a more
or less settled life ; and by degrees larger and larger numbers
rallied round the emperor in his difficult task of restoring
peace and order. I do not mean to deny that Diocletian was
a great man. His strength, like that of Augustus, lay in the
fact that he realized the temper of the times and was able
to make use of it. Like Augustus again, he originated no
new principle : he merely brought together what was blindly
growing up in the confusion of the age, made it into a system,
and gave it the permanence of legal form. His chief aim
was not the welfare of his subjects, but the restoration and
strengthening of the state : he sacrificed the interests of the
people to the public advantage more decidedly than any of
his predecessors.

Thus the activity of Diocletian was directed towards three
objects : he wished to strengthen the hands of the ruler, to
reform the methods of government, and to regenerate the
army. It cannot be said that he invested the throne with any
strikingly new attributes. By the third century the emperors
were already absolute monarchs of the type familiar in the
East. Every trace of constitutional government had dis-